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Implementing an Inclusive Young
Authors' Program for All Students
BY JUDITH A.BLESER

S

hortly after the culmination of the first Young Authors' Program that I implemented in a local school
district, I received a letter from a third-grade student with learning disabilities, stating; "I used to hate
writing because it was boring. Now I love it because I am an author" (Ableser, 2005). It became clear to
me that, all too often, Young Author Programs focus on recognizing only the best and most talented writers.
It is even more important to empower struggling students who often feel frustrated and ineffective in reading
and writing. The goal of the Inclusive Young Authors' Program is to encourage all students' participation and
engagement in their literacy development by recognizing and celebrating their work as emerging authors.

This is the third article in a trilogy of work on implementing a Young Authors' Program. The first article
focused on the implementation of a program in a
school district in Ontario (Ableser, 2005). The second
article focused on the celebration and recognition of
all students' work (Ableser, 2006). This final article
extends the program and centers on the inclusion of
special needs students into the program.

they cannot succeed who can flourish the most from
this approach (Ableser, 2005). These students can
feel empowered and competent when they feel they
are writing for a purpose. Such students can develop
their self-confidence and sense of self-worth when
they view themselves as authors and learn that even
the most well-known authors get writer's block and
require continual editing and revisions of their work.

A Young Authors' Program uses a balanced literacy
approach to teach students how to write and publish
books using the writing process, writer's workshop,
publishing, and celebrating all students' work
(Calkins, 1994; Harris Sharples, 1989; Moutray &
Ennis, 1998; Wetzel, 1985). This process provides
authentic writing instruction and practice that is
relevant, meaningful, and purposeful to students.
Emerging readers and writers need to be motivated
in order to want to learn to read and write (Snow,
Burns & Griffin, 1998). Research suggests children's
motivation and enthusiasm to read and write are
increased using this approach (Freeman & Kastan,
1990; Gursuch & Furnas, 1989).

This article describes the steps of implementing
a Young Authors' Program based on the process
of development, implementation, and research
conducted with two different collaborative projects
between universities and school districts. Both partnerships involved six passionate elementary teachers
(kindergarten through sixth grade) who implemented
the program with all of their students over the
course of two different school years. More than 175
students, including those with special needs, had the
opportunity to create and publish a hardbound book
of their own and celebrate their accomplishments.
The aim of this article is to encourage and facilitate
other teachers, particularly those who include students with special needs into their general education
classroom or those who serve as resource or special
education teachers, to implement similar programs
with their students.

Previously, Young Authors' Programs tended to
recognize only the most talented authors by publishing their work and awarding them some form of
recognition in much the same way as is done during
the science fair or a speech competition. But it is not
the gifted writers who need the encouragement; they
will likely write because of their talents. It is the
struggling writer who needs that extra encouragement and supportive instruction. It is the students
with special needs who won't write because they feel

In developing this new inclusive model, we focused
on the following components of a Young Authors'
Program (Ableser, 2005; 2006):

All Students Engaged: Each and every student,
including students with special needs and ESL
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students, would be part of the project. There was
no competition or winners. All students would be
recognized and receive a published book copy of
their own work.
Hardbound Published Book: Every student
would create one final draft that would then be
made into a hardbound published book with the
student's name on the front cover and the spine
of the book.
Teachers' Voices: The teachers would meet on
a regular basis to provide guidance and input to
one another while determining the direction of
the project.
Writers' Workshop: The teachers used the writing process, a balanced literacy approach, and
writers' workshop on a regular basis.
Young Authors' Celebration: The project
culminated with a Young Authors' Celebration
held at the university. The students' books
were placed on display throughout the building.
Author's Chairs were set up for students to read
and share their work. Each student received a
certificate and a copy of his or her own book.
Community Involvement: Embracing and
celebrating literacy is a community-wide responsibility and should not occur only during school
hours. During the second year of the project,
the local public library displayed each of the
student's books during the summer months.
Students and their families were encouraged to
visit the library to view their work and expand
their reading network.

How to Implement an Inclusive
Young Authors' Program
for All Students Including Those
with Special Needs:

Ensure that other faculty and administrators are aware of and support the
program from its inception.
Plan with special education and
support staff.
Contact and arrange to have the
books hardbound with a bookbinding
company.
Plan and organize your celebration.
Contact and make arrangements with
public library (or book store) if you
plan to display books in the community.
Arrange for funding to cover the cost
of the books and the celebration. It is
possible to obtain grants or do class
fund-raising activities.
2.

Introduce
If possible, bring in sample copies of
hardbound books made by students.
Refer to students as "authors" and
"illustrators."
Read and explore some books pointing
out name on spine, title page, dedication page.
Explain process.
Involve students in planning and
problem solving.
Describe celebration.

3. Hardbound "Published" Copy

1. Plan
A Young Authors' Program does take
considerable time and commitment
throughout the school year. Prior to
beginning your program, organize
and plan your schedule to allow for
time to introduce the program, link
up to other curriculum topics, arrange
blocks of time each week for Writers'
Workshop, and provide for significant
time in the second half of the program
to revise, edit, storyboard, and illustrate the final copy.

WINTER

2008, V oL. 40, No. 2

There are many places that will make
hard-covered bound books at areasonable cost (under $20 per book).
The best place to get a good price is
often the bookbinding company that
binds university student's dissertations.
Do an Internet search for additional
companies such as Art bookbindery.
com.
Determine cost, turn around time and
process for submitting work.
Students can create an illustrated
cover page that will be laminated
onto the front cover.
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4.

h. Autobiographies
i. Poetry anthologies

Balanced Literacy
Throughout the year, link up reading
with writing.
Continually explore and examine
books.
When you are reading texts, analyze,
examine, and explore the style,
format, and structure with your
students.
Point out the how the publisher
structured the title page and dedication page, included the year and
publisher, formatted the writing,
organized the illustrations, etc.
Read books about writing and becoming an author.

5.

Genre Study
Read different types of books.
a. Adventure
b. Fairy tales
C. All about me
d. ABC books
e. Information texts
f. Science fiction
g. Mystery

Have students write drafts following
the patterns and styles they have
explored in the various types of books
they have read.
6. Author Study
Select a book (or series of books) by
an author and explore the author's
life, career, etc.
Write a letter to or invite author to
meet with the class.
Invite to class a local author who will
demonstrate techniques for students
and share personal experiences.

I have found when some notable
authors are invited to Young
Authors' Conferences they steal the
thunder away from the students'
work. I recommend that professional
authors play a low-key role in the
process and not attend the final
celebration.
7. Writing Process
Teach the writing process to the
students.

Balanced Literacy-An approach to literacy that integrates a blend of best practices and philosophies
linking reading and writing through teacher-directed and student-centered activities. Blocks of time are
devoted to literature-based curriculum, writing and reading process, readers' and writers' workshop, word
study, and comprehension (Cooper, 2003; Pressley, 1998; Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998).
Authentic Writing-Writing becomes authentic when students perceive it as functional and productive
(Calkins, 1994; Tompkins, 2005).
Writing Process-Engaging in a long-term process of writing that includes pre-write (brainstorming
ideas), drafting (initial written work), revising (improving the content), editing (correcting spelling and
grammar), publishing (making the final copy ready to share with the public), and celebrating (sharing,
displaying, or reading the work with others) (Ableser, 2005; Calkins, 1994; Cramer, 2004; Fletcher &
Portalupi, 2001; Graves, 1994; Ray, 2004; Ray & Cleaveland, 2004).
Writers' Workshop-A community of writers working together in an informal work environment (Cramer,
2004). The workshop involves structuring the classroom environment and routine to incorporate the stages
of the writing process. Students view themselves as writers and authors as they create meaningful pieces of
work. Authors' Chairs, conferencing, sharing, bookmaking, and mini-lessons are common elements of most
writers' workshops (Calkins, 1994; Fletcher & Portalupi, 2001; Ray, 2004; Routman, 2000).
Published Books-Hardbound copied books can be created or, simply, books can be made that are spiral
bound, laminated, accordion, folded, or scrapbooks. The goal in each case is to "share" the written work
"publicly."
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During the first half of the year, focus
on the prewriting and drafting stage
for their writing samples.

12. Final Manuscript
Once students have selected a favorite draft for their final manuscript,
begin to revise and edit. Make sure
you allow sufficient time for this task.
The final manuscript takes almost
as long to create as the entire draft
writing process.
Create a storyboard breaking down
each page (with rough sketch of
illustration) onto a square.

As the teacher, you must decide how
much revising and editing you will do
with each draft.

The teachers I worked with found
that the editing was time-consuming
and labor intensive. Many only
edited the young author's selected
favorite piece.
8. Drafts and Portfolios

Create front cover, inside title page,
dedication page, author's page.

Create portfolios to hold all the
students' drafts (students can design
and illustrate a file folder.

As students are working on final
manuscript, make sure it is kept in a
safe place (i.e., a firm portfolio that
doesn't get folded or crumpled).

Rather than completing each draft,
students should be encouraged to
save and collect all samples throughout the school year.

Determine whether you want
to include an author's page that
includes personal information about
the author. If you are going to place
the books in a library or share them
publicly, you may not want to disclose
personal information for safety
reasons.

A few months before the end of the
program, have each student select a
favorite draft to turn into a book.
9.

Link to Other Curriculum
Maximize your time; link and integrate writing and reading with other
curriculum areas.
a. History ... medieval
times=fairy tales.
b. Science ... science fiction.

Remember to order two copies of
each book. One copy will be given to
the student during the celebration
and the other copy will go to the
library for display during the summer
months).

10. Skills

Make sure to submit the final manuscripts earlier enough for them to be
returned prior to your celebration.

Integrate mini-lessons and skills into
the writing process.
For example, if the curriculum
focuses on future tense verbs, have
the students write a story about what
they want to do when they grow up.
11. Illustrations and Computers
Explore and analyze illustrations in
books.
Teach how to use foreground and
background.
Integrate illustrations and art into
your writing program.
Explore. fonts and computer programs
for final manuscript.

WINTER

I recommend that you do not
send the work home frequently
as homework, as then the work
often becomes that of the parents
rather than students' work.
However, young children and
children with special needs can
do a family book.
13. Celebrate
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Display and present the books for the
first time at the celebration (i.e., do
not let the students see their published book until the big event.
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Organize a celebration in which
parents, families, and community
members are invited to celebrate and
recognize each student's work.
Send out invitations and create a
program.
Create nametags labeled "Author" or
"Parent of Author."
Have refreshments.
Display books and create Author's
Chairs for students to read and share
their work.
Present each student with one copy
of his or her book and a Certificate of
Recognition during a ceremony at the
celebration.
14. Community Involvement
Make arrangements with the public
library and local bookstore to display
the books.
Take the class to the library and local
bookstore during the year and explain
that their books will be on display
during the summer.
Send flyers home to explain that the
students' work will be on display
(including directions to the parents
on how to claim their child's work at
the end of the summer).

Additional Strategies to Support
Students with Special Needs
1.

Involve students with special needs in your
Young Authors' Program from the very
start.
Set your expectations and standards high with the belief that
all students can be a part of the
project.
Authentic, meaningful, relevant,
and purposeful experiences are
fundamental for students with
special needs.
As you are planning your program,
plan for all students including
those with special needs. Be aware
of the strengths and needs of all
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your students and what accommodations will help make this a successful
experience for all.

An excellent book to introduce the
project is Thank You, Mister Falker
by Patricia Polacco. She is a brilliant
children's author who writes a story
based on her own experience with
learning disabilities.
Continually refer to all students as
authors and illustrators.
This kindergarten teacher
truly celebrated and valued
all students' efforts and work.
As she met with each student,
she handed the young author
a crown (from Burger King)
that had the word AUTHOR
proclaiming "you are not just a
kindergartener, you are now an
AUTHOR." It was truly magical to watch the transformation
occur. Even the children with
behavioral problems and difficulties with task-attention
focused on their work, held their
heads up high, and remained
focused on the task. Although
some writers required more time,
each and every child completed
an "All about Me" Book.

ABLESER

2.

Collaborate and work together as a team.
If you are a general education teacher
who has students with special needs
in your class for only part of the day,
make sure to introduce and explain
the program while they are present.
If your students with special needs
are typically in a resource room
or special education class during
language arts time, make sure to
plan, collaborate and work with the
resource or special education teacher.

It is possible to have the student(s)
work in the special ed or resource
room during language arts time and
then extend the project during other
curricular activities (i.e., computer,
art) in the general education class.
Alternatively, it is possible for the
students to work in the general
education class on their writing and
receive additional support and accommodations when they meet in the
resource or special education class.

We worked collaboratively in
one school to ensure that the
resource room teacher provided
support and time for the students
with special needs to work on
their books. In previous years,
there had been little connection
between the work in the general
education class and what went
on in the resource room. However, during the Young Authors'
Program, the resource room
teacher collaborated with the
general education teacher on
revising and editing the books.
This project actually provided
a connection between the two
settings. Both teachers commented on how effective this was
and hope to extend it with other
projects in the future.
3. Link the Young Authors' Program to IEP
goals and objectives.
Develop a plan for each student based on

WINTER

individual goals and objectives for that
student. For example, if a student's goal
is to develop his or her organizational
or sequencing skills, this can be incorporated into formatting their story. For
other students, the main focus may be
to improve grammar in the editing stage
while another student's goal may be to
neatly print or write the final draft.

Teachers frequently ask me if the
students with special needs should
be allowed to type their work because
their handwriting is not very legible.
My response is simple: it depends
on their IEP goals and objectives. If
there is a goal that focuses on finemotor skills and handwriting, then
the student should work on printing
or writing skills. If, on the other
hand, the goal is on sequencing, the
student might spend more time on
creating a storyboard that sequences
the plot and then type the final draft.
Recommended Books to Introduce Writing and
Becoming an Author
Thank You, Mister Falker by Patricia Polacco,
Penguin Books, 1998.
A brilliant, sensitive autobiography of
renowned children's author who was
teased as a young child because of a learning disability.
Author: A True Story by Helen Lester, Houghton
Mifflin: Boston, 1997.
Another great story of the frustrations and
triumphs of becoming an author.
If You were a Writer by Joan Lowery Nixon, Aladdin
Paperbacks: New York, 1988.
What Do Authors Do? by Eileen Christelow, Clarion
Books: New York, 1995.
From Pictures to Words: A Book about Making a
Book by Janet Stevens, Holiday House: New
York, 1995.
Look at my Book: How Kids can Write and Illustrate
Terrific Books by Loreen Leedy, Holiday
House: New York, 2004.
How a Book is Made by Aliki, Harper Trophy: China,
1986.

2008, VoL. 40, No. 2
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favorite sample for publication is
one way to empower students and
allow them to see how much progress
they have made over time. In this
way, the focus moves away from
competition between students over
"who is the best writer" and instead
focuses on each student's growth and
personal best. Below is a sample of
a second grader's work at the beginning of the year and end of the year.

A second-grade student's goals
included developing her fine-motor
skills and objectives based on the science curriculum. Below is a sample
of how she turned the science unit on
matter into a book.

7
4. Recognize each student's involvement and
accomplishments.
Each student will have his or her own
strengths and needs and function at his
or her own level and skill ability. Recognize and value each student's effort and
involvement. Some students may be able
to complete a complex and lengthy book,
while others may be able to draw some
illustrations or organize basic picture
frames into a sequence that tells a story.
Acknowledge every student as an author
or illustrator.
Break the tasks down into small steps
and reflect on each student's progress.
Encourage students to reflect on their
own accomplishments.
Acknowledge that all authors "get stuck"
and become frustrated at times.
Emphasize that even the best authors
need help and most authors require the
assistance of an editor.

5. Make simple accommodations to ensure that
the project is successful for all students.

Keeping a portfolio of all the students work throughout the year and
allowing each student to select a
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Provide writing support for students
in the following ways:
a. Teacher as scribe-have
student tell story (directly
to teacher or into a tape
recorder) and teacher can be
the scribe.
b. Peer or parent as scribeparent or peer can write what
student is saying.

A.BLESER

A range of accommodations for
students with special needs was
made in the Inclusive Young
Authors' Program. A fifth grader
with learning disabilities and
behavioral problems was very
resistant to writing a book,
indicating he hated to read and
initially saw this as a "big waste
of his time." He spent much of
his time doodling and drawing incredible cartoon artwork.
The teacher brought him some
samples of books using cartoon
illustrations. Suddenly, the boy
who "wasn't interested" jumped
at the opportunity to tell his
story through his illustrations
and produced cartoon drawings
that could easily be published.
His talent and gifts were recognized in his wordless book (see
illustration below).

c. Computer support-voice
recognition computer program
can transcribe story.
d. Co-author-student can
co-author work with a peer
buddy.
e. Illustrator-student can be
the illustrator for a book
Consider utilizing the following types
of books with students who need
support:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.

Wordless book
Class collaboration book
Augmentative communication story
Sequence an existing story
Pattern books
All-about-me photo books
Family storybook
Children's book

Work with special ed team for additional support and assistance

0
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The effectiveness of the program is demonstrated by
watching the students' work develop throughout the
year, hearing teachers describe the excitement and
involvement of all students in the process, reading
the final illustrated copies, and seeing the look of
pride in the students' eyes and on the faces of families and friends. Receiving a note from a young girl
saying, "Because you believed in us, we learned to
believe in ourselves" is the icing on the cake.
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